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Futuregraduate: The Role of Assessment
Within Design Education.

Many students now leave undergraduate school with impressive portfolios that
demonstrate well-developed formal sensibilities, particularly in typography and
computer skills. The downside of this success is a tendency for these graduates to
regard education as a passive process, spoon-fed from teacher to student and
complete in four years, rather than lifelong self-initiated learning (McCoy 1998).

Debra Ehmann
Swinburne University
of Technology

Do assessment practices within graphic design degree programmes emphasise
skills and attributes relevant to a design student that no longer exists? This research
questions the nature of assessment tasks in design degree programmes and
considers how they shape the student experience. The intention is to put forward a
model of assessment practice to support learning for understanding, where students
engage in discussion, negotiation and argument (Brew 1999) in order to become
independent learners.
There is a growing body of evidence pointing to a critical relationship between
assessment and learning. Students focus on what is assessed, therefore,
assessment drives student learning (Boud 1990). Consequently, what we assess
must be reappraised. Traditionally within design education, learning has been
predominantly quantified in relation to the product or artefact. Folios of work that
support the final design are commonplace, where evidence about process
moderates evaluation of the product (Gibbs 1995). However, how this happens is
not necessarily made explicit to students. Assessment that explicates process,
how students work, has the potential to redirect the learner toward reflection
and understanding.
This paper reports findings from a case study of the initial implementation of an
assessment and feedback mechanism introduced to second year students
undertaking a BA Hons Graphic Design course in the UK. The main objective of the
mechanism was to develop methods of assessment to support student learning for
understanding. An approach to assessment was taken that emphasises the
importance of the process as well the artefact; that offers transparency, and,
encourages student involvement in assessment and feedback. The mechanism is
explained and the outcomes are examined and discussed. Data from student
questionnaires and follow up interviews support the importance of clearly
recognising process in assessment and students taking a more active role in their
learning. However, there is also evidence that implies involvement in assessment
was limited particularly with regard to time spent self assessing, and, that there were
varying experiences students had with staff during formative feedback sessions.
Such issues highlight the complexity surrounding student participation in their
assessment, and, that change takes time. Recommendations and ongoing practice
from this initial research are then briefly discussed.

76

Futuregraduate: the role of assessment within design
education
Many students now leave undergraduate school with impressive
portfolios that demonstrate well-developed formal sensibilities,
particularly in typography and computer skills. The downside of this
success is a tendency for these graduates to regard education as a
passive process, spoon-fed from teacher to student and complete in
four years, rather than lifelong self-initiated learning (McCoy 1998).
Do assessment practices within graphic design degree programmes
emphasise skills and attributes relevant to a design student that no longer
exists? This research questions the nature of assessment tasks in design
degree programmes and considers how they shape the student experience.
The intention is to put forward a model of assessment practice to support
learning for understanding, where students engage in discussion, negotiation
and argument (Brew 1999) in order to become independent learners.
There is a growing body of evidence pointing to a critical relationship between
assessment and learning. Students focus on what is assessed, therefore,
assessment drives student learning (Boud 1990). Consequently, what we
assess must be reappraised. Traditionally within design education, learning
has been predominantly quantified in relation to the product or artefact. Folios
of work that support the final design are commonplace, where evidence about
process moderates evaluation of the product (Gibbs 1995). However, how this
happens is not necessarily made explicit to students. Assessment that
explicates process, how students work, has the potential to redirect the
learner toward reflection and understanding.
This paper reports findings from a case study of the initial implementation of
an assessment and feedback mechanism introduced to second year students
undertaking a BA HONS Graphic Design course in the UK. The main
objective of the mechanism was to develop methods of assessment to
support student learning for understanding. An approach to assessment was
taken that emphasises the importance of the process as well the artefact; that
offers transparency, and, encourages student involvement in assessment and
feedback. The mechanism is explained and the outcomes are examined and
discussed. Data from student questionnaires and follow up interviews support
the importance of clearly recognising process in assessment and students
taking a more active role in their learning. However, there is also evidence
that implies involvement in assessment was limited particularly with regard to
time spent self assessing, and, that there were varying experiences students
had with staff during formative feedback sessions. Such issues highlight the
complexity surrounding student participation in their assessment, and, that
change takes time. Recommendations and ongoing practice from this initial
research are then briefly discussed.

Introduction
“Unfortunately there is a good deal of recent evidence to suggest
that the quality of student learning in tertiary institutions is adversely
influenced by inappropriate assessment methods” (Bowden 1987 in
Miller et al 1998 p 43).
Traditionally, learning and assessment have been viewed as two distinct
activities (Brown and Glasner 1999). Conventional approaches to assessment
support the notion that the learner is passive, learning is seen as linear as
well as sequential, and, that there is little consideration of what the learner
may bring to the experience (MacGilchrist et al 1997). Assessment occurs
after teaching takes place. However, if a priority for higher education is to
enable students to become life-long independent learners as well as critical
thinkers then students need to become more active participants. As pointed
out below, assessment is one factor that can contribute to the way in which
students learn. Therefore, what is assessed must be reappraised.
Terminology
In the context of this study, the term assessment is used to describe the
assessment of student learning. Formative assessment refers to feedback
given in order for students to improve. Summative assessment refers to the
assignment of a percentage mark.
Integrating assessment and learning
Learning for understanding has led to a shift in focus from transmitting what
teachers know to a more student-centred approach to the learning
environment. Student-centred courses prioritise the student experience and
there is an emphasis on process rather than what students know (Gibbs
1995). Assessment affects the way students behave as learners where time
spent on task is focussed on what is assessed (eg. Brew 1999). If students
are to become more active in their learning, then assessment practices must
focus on what is important and support as well as encourage their
involvement.
Formative assessment is central to learning – feedback informs learning.
Feedback is likely to be more successful when it is timely and offers
opportunities for students to express their understanding (Black and Wiliam
1998a). Alternative approaches to assessment, such as self- and peerassessment can offer a more participative approach to learning (eg. Miller et
al 1998). Both self- and peer-assessment have the potential to allow students
to develop judgement, while peer-assessment has the potential to engage
students in discussion, negotiation and argument (Brew 1999). In fact, in a
case study reported by Gibbs (1999) he argues that,
“...student feedback could have been unfair or even plain wrong
but it still worked because it generated the learning activity and
quality of attention required for learning” (p.48).

Issues of power are briefly considered in order to point out the problematics in
participative assessment. To assess is to have power over a person (Brew
1999). However, inclusive methods of assessment aim to involve less
hierarchical procedures and relationships. Reynolds and Trehan (2000) argue
that students are led to believe they are in greater control of their learning,
and while operational processes may support empowerment, if underlying
power relationships remain unchanged then claims of student control are
limited. The complexity of participative assessment and practice is
recognised, however, their message that differences in power ‘can be at least
understood if not negotiated’ (ibid p.277) is a positive one.
Assessment in design
Art and design courses are based on the assessment of practice, which
Brown (1999) states is ‘often uncomfortable, approximate and problematic’
(p.103). The project-based portfolio continues to play a central role in student
assessment. In fact, project-based course work as well as the use of portfolios
as exemplars of student understanding are increasingly being adopted in
areas outside of art and design (eg. Miller et al 1998). Gibbs (1995) cites the
use of portfolios in graphic design courses in order to highlight the evidence of
process. ‘The quality of product is moderated by evidence about process’
(p.50). However, how this happens in assessment is not necessarily made
clear to students. If a function of assessment is to capture time and attention,
then process must be given a weighting in assessment.
Davies (1996) argues that much current practice in design courses with
relation to assessment concentrates on outcome, the artefact. Therefore,
students may take a surface approach to learning, where they are ‘planning
work to please the teacher rather than trying to make sense of a complex
world’ (p.329). The focus on outcome may be in part because it is easier to
assess, but it also encourages students to view learning as a passive
process. Approaches to assessment that emphasise how students work
encourages a more student-centred rather than teacher-centred approach to
practice. An emphasis on process supports learning for understanding and
has the potential to encourage independence, risk-taking and discovery,
rather than work that is aimed ‘to please the teacher’.
Research intentions, methodology and methods
The assessment and feedback mechanism has been developed in order to
focus student time on what is important as well as to facilitate a participative
approach to learning. The main objectives of the research have been to
ascertain to what extent:
•
the new mechanism offers a transparent approach to assessment;
•
the new mechanism helps students to focus on the process of design
as well as the outcome;
•
staff and students feel the new mechanism encourages students to
participate in assessment and feedback; and,
•
evidence points to the success of the mechanism.

Motivation for the research centres around the desire to operationalise
guidelines within the assessment literature in order to improve practice. As
Black and Wiliam (1998a) state,
“...some of the most important questions can only be answered
in a programme of practical implementation” (p.19).
The most appropriate methodological approach, is that of the case study,
which offers the opportunity to focus on just one example (Blaxter et al 1996),
in this instance, assessment in practice. The sample study consists of second
year graphic design students on a three year BA HONS Graphic Design
course. Participation in data collection was voluntary, and staff as well as
students were informed that any published information would be anonymous.
Due to time constraints, data will be representative and will concentrate on
issues relating to student focus on process as well as student participation.
Both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection have been
employed. Analysis of data collected from a questionnaire survey assisted in
forming questions for follow-up semi-structured interviews. These have been
recorded and then transcribed. Response rate to the questionnaire survey
was 85% (39 out of 46). Follow up interviews were conducted with 19
students (in 5 small groupings) and 4 staff.
The assessment and feedback mechanism
The approach to assessment aims to include students in the process by
offering transparency as well as encouraging student involvement in
assessment and feedback, however, it does not set out to question traditional
notions between grades and authority in any radical way. A critical analysis of
outcome-based assessment criteria is not within the scope of this study as
their adoption was an Institute requirement.
Students are given a project book at the beginning of each semester which
contains their project briefs, deadlines, weighting for each project and any
other requirements. The student evaluation sheet, along with its rationale, are
introduced to students at the beginning of the semester. Students are also
shown models of good performance that evidence the relationship to the
assessment criteria. Peer groups, comprising 4-5 students, are responsible
for assessing each other’s work during class time in order to, at least partly,
develop judgement as well as foster student responsibility for each other’s
learning.
The assessment and feedback mechanism, which centres around the student
evaluation sheet, involves:
•
assessing a project against clearly set criteria;
•
students as well as teachers rating each of the criteria;
•
staff awarding marks;
•
staff offering written feedback; and,
•
staff and students meeting for oral feedback.
The criteria relate directly to the design process. They are:
•
research;
•
development;
•
concept;

•

design (refers to the visual approach and has been subsequently
changed to this heading);
•
presentation; and,
•
evaluation.
Students are given time to reflect and prepare before the oral feedback
session, which takes place the following week. Marks awarded (50% on
process and 50% on outcome) place an emphasis on how students work as
well as what they produce.
Feedback has always taken place. However, the mechanism has the potential
to:
•
focus students and staff on what is important
•
facilitate student participation
•
offer the opportunity for students to express their understanding
•
help students develop the skills necessary for critical thinking and
independent learning
The sheet is utilised at either the completion of a project or during an ongoing
project. Along with the final outcome, students submit research and
development workbooks that include: research, visual exploration,
development, analysis, a rationale supporting the final outcome and a
progress log which records weekly feedback as well as goals and objectives.
The workbook forms the basis for the 50% process grading.
Findings and analysis
Sharing assessment through self-assessment will allow students to share
power with the teacher to a certain degree (Brew 1999). An aim of the
mechanism is to include students in assessment and feedback. In the
questionnaire survey 64% of responses indicate that the use of the student
evaluation sheet does involve them in the process of assessment, and 90% of
responses evidence that the sheet involves students in the process of
feedback. Students comments support the importance of their participation:
–
“So I can explain my side and see how I could improve parts of
development.”
–
“It helps us to clear up differences or confusion between what I (sic)
and the tutor are thinking.”
Responses concerning the comparison between student and staff criteria
ratings informing future project work are positive (85%). However, data
demonstrate somewhat perfunctory engagement in self-assessment, typified
by the comment of Student L:
–
“No, it was just at the end, wasn’t it. I did it quite quickly.”
Although engagement is problematic, students do comment on an awareness
of the worth of self- and peer-assessment.
Student B: “It’s like a provocation in itself. I don’t like doing it but it’s
important to judge yourself and your work.”
Student C: (in relation to peer assessment) “I think it’s very useful to
comment on other people’s work”
Student S: “You can bounce ideas (in the peer group) and if you’re not sure
where you’re going at that point then often you can get ideas
from other people....”

The significance students place on written and oral feedback becomes
particularly apparent when the project is ongoing
Student L: “I thought the oral feedback was really useful. Especially with
the projects that are going to continue on. It gave you a place to
start. It gave you a direction to go in.”
Student P: “Because it (the feedback) was all in separate categories, it’s
easier to know exactly what you need.”
There is a mixed response from students as to whether the 50% summative
assessment weighting on process helps them to focus on process during the
project, with only 56% responding affirmatively (33% indicated they were
unsure). During the interviews, 12 out of 15 students state that they did not
really look at the evaluation sheet during the project and believe that having
gone through the process once, they are likely to utilise the student evaluation
sheet more during future projects.
Student J: “The more times we use it, the more we’ll get used to it. It’s
about continuation.”
This is supported by questionnaire responses relating to ways in which
students can maximise the usefulness of the sheet.
–
“Read it during the project so that everything is achieved as I go along.”
–
“Go through the sheet in more detail in oral discussion.”
With regard to the weighting that process is given in summative assessment,
students emphasise the importance of recognition beyond the design
outcome. For example:
Student R: “It’s really nice with the other mark (process) now because even
if you really, really tried hard and find out everything isn’t quite
there you can still get a really good mark for that and it’s nice to
see. You can say to yourself, ‘Yeah, I did good in that’.... You
get credit for it. It’s good.”
In a study investigating mature student experiences in higher education,
James (2000) suggests that the act of being assessed can have serious
consequences for student self-perception and levels of confidence. Data point
to differing student experiences during oral feedback which have both positive
and negative implications.
Student J: “It’s (tutor feedback) confidence building, so it’s really useful.”
Student R: (regarding their experience of feedback with two different
lecturers) “I had a good experience on the Monday, but I didn’t
on the Thursday.... I felt really uncomfortable. I tried to say
something and just felt stupid so I didn’t say anything more.”
–
“It (lecturer feedback) helped me to see what I could do to improve
without feeling it was the mark I got and couldn’t do anything about it.”
–
“It would be nice if tutors told me what was good as well as bad.”
The majority of weekly staff and peer feedback takes place in the smaller
student peer groups. There is some evidence to support that this was
problematic, particularly in relation to erratic attendance and involvement of
some group members. There are also comments indicating that students find
these less daunting than the larger group crit and are therefore more willing to
participate.

Recommendations and ongoing practice
Data support the effectiveness of the mechanism in relation to the potential for
student participation by offering a focussed setting for dialogue and feedback.
As Lecturer D states,
“The students have to explain themselves and we have to explain
ourselves to the students. There is no way you can fudge anything
because it is all there in black and white.”
There is evidence supporting the value of self- and peer-assessment as well
as feedback sessions. The mechanism offers an environment where students
have time to reflect and prepare in order to more thoughtfully communicate
their point of view and engage in discussion, thereby focusing their attention
and generating learning activity. Data also bear out the mechanism’s value in
major projects, where it is used to offer feedback in order to improve.
However, the study also points to the complexity of improving assessment on
a practical level. As Black and Wiliam (1998a) state,
“There is no ‘quick fix’ that can be added to existing practice with
promise of rapid reward” (p.15).
Recommendations regarding the implementation of the assessment and
feedback mechanism are made with the understanding that change takes
time.
The data suggest that a significant number of students did not spend the
appropriate amount of time assessing themselves against the criteria.
Therefore, it is a recommendation that the space be reorganised so that
students have room to support their rating choices, which encourages them to
spend more time self-assessing. Also, it is recommended that space be
further reorganised so that lecturers are able to target written responses in
relation to specific criteria, where applicable. This will help to direct staff
responses to strengths, areas for development, and, the different ratings that
may occur between lecturers and students with specific criteria.
Students do not regularly refer to the evaluation sheet during a project. As the
criteria relate directly to the design process, a recommendation is that the
sheet become embedded in studio practice through its use in formal peerassessment (for feedback rather than marks) during a project. Students will
undertake practice assessment, with guidance, in a workshop before peerassessment. Formalised peer-assessment has the potential to encourage
thinking, increase learning, increase student confidence, and, give students
greater insight into the assessment process (McDowell and Sambell 2000).
Although students state they find the assessment daunting, it is viewed as a
valuable experience.
The mechanism does not aim to fundamentally change the practice of
assessment, but it does aim to involve students and make the process less
hierarchical. Evidence points to the varying experiences students have during
lecturer feedback, highlighting the complexity with issues concerning
knowledge ownership. If teachers view themselves as the only authority on
what counts as knowledge, then students may take a surface approach to

their learning. Data also point to the problematic nature of assessment
language. Boud (1995) argues that teachers should avoid final vocabulary
such as “good” and “right”, for example, because even though it is positive
there is no room to manoeuvre. Therefore, he argues that feedback should be
descriptive. Data indicate that students view assessment and feedback in
terms of final language:
–
“Although I was told what was wrong....”
–
“It was helpful to discuss what went wrong or went well....”
Therefore it is a recommendation that future research examines the
relationship between language and attitudes towards learning. Thoughtful
approaches to how teachers use language has the potential to affect views in
relation to who should control knowledge. As Black and Wiliam (1998b) state,
“...commitment to the use of formative assessment necessarily entails
a move away from unitary notions of intelligence” (p.56).
However, the willingness to share power may be hindered by the need to
prove performance.
As part of ongoing practice, the communication and experience of students’
process, previously documented in the workbook, has been extended with the
introduction of the research and development summary. In this document,
students are asked to communicate and evaluate (with supporting visuals)
critical stages in their research, exploration and development of a project. The
summary not only has the potential to clarify process as well as evidence
learning, but also to more fully prepare students for client-based design
practice, as part of the requirements are to present a convincing argument.
Conclusion
Approaches to assessment emphasise beliefs regarding learning. Although
the assessment and feedback mechanism was, as least, partially successful
in relation to students taking a more active role in their learning, the study also
points to the complexity of integrating assessment and learning. Changes to
assessment affect all aspects of the learning environment. If ‘lifelong selfinitiated learning’ is a desirable attribute for the ‘futuregraduate’, then design
educators must face the challenge of developing assessment practices as
well as creating learning environments that are more participatory, inclusive
and empowering.
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